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September 13, 2003 


My whole life is a trap. 

My body was the first trap. Then my parents, then everyone 
I knew. Then it was everything I knew, everything I did. They 
were all snares scattered throughout my life. They served to 
cage me, to shackle me, to build up high walls in which I 
would be trapped all thirty years of my life. 

Now Im here. In a trap visible to the eye, hemmed in by 
actual walls. Caged, held hostage, imprisoned, for who knows 
how long. 

Maybe TII be able to hold out, waiting until the day of my 
release—even though it wont be true freedom. Because when 
that day comes, III be thrown right back into another trap. 

Or maybe TII just end it all, get as far away as possible. 
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Escape from my body and rise above these walls surrounding 
me, leaving my life behind. 

I dont know yet. If tomorrow morning I continue this story, 
that means I'm still here, that Pve chosen to remain trapped in 
my own life, caged and held captive, that I've chosen not to be 
free, because in truth I'm too scared for that freedom. I've long 
been accustomed to being a captive, lamenting my shackles. 

But if my story doesnt continue tomorrow, then rejoice with 
me! I will be free, for I will have no more fear. I will no longer 


submit or cave in because of fear. Is that not true freedom? 
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Vasana 
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Body Trap 


The first sound I can remember was the tinkling of the piano, 
not my mothers voice or even my fathers. The first time I 
heard it, 1 was in my mothers womb. I couldnt just hear it, 
I could identify and distinguish each note. I could feel the 
notes that jarred, that startled me awake and kicking. I would 
be lulled by the soft notes into a deep, peaceful sleep. 

I couldnt really hear other sounds like that. I could never 
really make out what my mother would whisper, or what my 
father would yell. I only truly heard their voices once I came 
into the world. But at that moment there were too many other 
sounds. It was a noisy, cacophonous clatter, and I couldnt hear 
anything all that clearlys not my mothers voice, my father's 
voice or the tinkling of the piano. 

It was then that I began regretting why I had been born. 
This world wasnt for me. It didnt need me. I didnt like any 
of it. I was in the wrong place. And I always would be. 
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If the piano playing was the first thing I could hear in my 
mothers womb, the piano was also the first thing that my 
mother and father gave me after I was born. They loved to seat 
me in front of it and guide my hands over each of the keys. I 
didnt like it. It was different for my parents. They always 
laughed and looked happy each time I pressed down on a key 
and a note rang out. I did it every day, all day long. That piano 
is all I can remember from those times, 

When I was no longer a baby, just embarking on my 
childhood, my parents brought in a piano teacher for me. He 
would come twice a week, in the afternoons. On those days, I 
would be bathed earlier than usual, My nanny would then 
bring me to the main room, where the piano was. The teacher 
would only stay an hour, but it felt much longer. I didnt like 
it. The piano no longer sounded beautiful in my ears. It had 
transformed into a series of discordant sounds that left me 
feeling as though I was being chased or locked inside a room. 
What could I do? Nothing. I was a small, powerless boy who 
could only do as his parents willed. I kept playing that piano. 

I went through seven piano teachers. Each one guit for a 
different reason. One wanted to get married another got 
pregnant, one had to leave town, and another got a new job. 
There was also one who guit out of boredom. Boredom. It 
was so refreshing to hear that one could guit doing something 
simply out of boredom. But not so for me. I was bored, but 
I didnt stop playing. I didnt like it, but I had to know how 
to play. 

When I started elementary school, I was already adept at 
playing the classics. Beethoven, Chopin, Mozart, Bach, 
Brahms... You name it. I could play them all so beautifully. But 
I played with my head, not my heart. Playing the piano was for 
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me at the time just about using a tool. It was just a matter of 
doing as the teachers instructed, which I could easily do. But 
I didnt enjoy it and felt tortured, as though there was 
something wrong within me and in everything around me, It 
felt, like I've said, as though I was in the wrong place. 

The applause and praise never made me feel as though I was 
doing something right. When I was still very young, barely into 
the fourth grade, I had given dozens of performances, from 
school to shopping centers, for practice and in competitions. 
My trophies piled up, my photographs went up on display. At 
school, I was always among the top ten brightest students. I 
was 4 source of pride and a target of praise for all. 

My sister was born when I was in fourth grade. A beautiful 
baby girl. Her cheeks were plump and smooth, her body tiny, 
her eyes wide. I adored her. I loved her more than anything 
else. I loved being near her, watching her, observing her 
movements, studying her smiles. I paid attention to all the 
clothes she wore. Pink dresses and cute shoes. Now here was 
something I could remember besides the piano and its notes: 
Melati. A beautiful name, wouldnt you say? 

Melati. I loved saying it over and over, It was so different 
from my name: Sasana. Mine was not the least bit beautiful. 
It was too aggressive, too hard. It always gave me the 
impression of fighting and blood, of places where people boxed. 
But my mother always insisted that that wasnt what my name 
meant, Sasana was for her masculinity, bravery, power, 

Melati was brought up not much differently from me. But 
her life seemed much more fun. She was always smiling and 
laughing. Day by day, her beauty shone through in her face. 
As was the case with me, the piano was the first thing that 


she was introduced to. 
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The piano had a special place in our home. For father and 
mother, playing the piano was part of a tradition that had to be 
honored. I could never understand why they felt that way, They 
werent musicians. They could, of course, play the piano, but 
not that expertly, and certainly not as well as I could when I 
was in the fourth grade. Their day jobs were far removed from 
music. My father was a legal expert, my mother a surgeon. They 
met while at university. They both loved classical music, both 
enjoyed discussing substantial issues, from politics to 
philosophy. After they got married and bought a house, the first 
thing they got was the piano. It was an indulgence for a young 
couple no longer dependent on anyone else. They paid for the 
piano in 20 monthly installments. They believed it would be 
very useful, not just for their own happiness, but for the future 
of their children. They were convinced that the music played 
on the piano would make their children smarter. It was a 
conviction born of the books they read. Melati and I were to 
test that conviction, and I had proved it right. A son who was 
at once good, obedient, compassionate and intelligent. More 
than that, I was a talented piano player, which was something 
that had become an obsession for them. I was their pride and 
joy their first-born and only son. Until I started to change. 

I dont remember how it started. It was during the school 
holidays. Id just finished elementary school and was getting 
ready for middle school. One night I was in the village 
behind our housing estate, standing among dozens of other 
people watching a show. A woman in shimmering clothes was 
standing on a stage. She had just finished singing a song. She 
spoke to the audience intimately, flirting, drawing cheers and 
applause. Some people called out "More... More!” The calls 
grew louder, the audience more agitated. The singer smiled, 
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feeling desired. The drum was beaten, the guitar plucked, and 
the music began. It was music I had never heard before, so 
very different from the compositions I was used to playing or 
the songs I listened to. Then the woman began singing a song 
that I had also never heard. Yet for some reason it sounded 
familiar in my ear, and I soon knew the Iyrics by heart. 

I began humming as the crowd sang along, following the 


singers voice: 


I once saw a music show at Taman Ria 
The Malay rhythm wilted so deliciously 
Ihe Malay rhythm wilted so deliciously 


The flute was of bamboo, the drum of ox hide 
The dangdut of the drum made me want to sing 
The dangdut of the drum made me want to sing 


Terajana... Terajana 

This is that Indian song 

Oh, the melody... Oh, the melody 
Oh, how melodious the singers voice 
In harmony with her beautiful style 


So enjoyable was it that I hardly realized 
My hips were swaying like I wanted to sing along 
My hips were swaying like I wanted to sing along 


As the woman sang, her body kept moving. It was 
something I had never witnessed before, The sounds of the 


1 Terajana by Rhoma Irama 
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guitar, the drum, the flute... they all melded together so 
beautifully and with so much passion. The people around me 
were also swaying. Their heads moved down, to the side, then 
up, their lips constantly singing. Slowly, my body began 
moving. Without knowing it, I was soon dancing as well. It 
started out small, then my arms began moving, then my body, 
swaying from left to right. 1 mimicked the movements of 
those around me, aped the gasps of "Uoooooo, "Ahooooo” 
and "Ah... ah... ah...” that came from their mouths. I kept 
dancing. I was hypnotized. I was floating. It was just like the 
words in the song: 

"So enjoyable was it that I hardly realized 

My hips were swaying like I wanted to sing along 

My hips were swaying like I wanted to sing along." 

I closed my eyes and felt a different kind of pleasure. But 
suddenly I felt someone pull on my arm with a hard tug. I was 
dazed. It was only a moment later that I realized who had 
pulled my arm: my mother. She didnt say a word. She dragged 
me through the crowd, to the car. She had actually brought the 
car to come pick me up, even though our house wasnt that far 
away. Id walked there on my own earlier, after all, even though 
it was my first time. 

That was one of the many firsts for me that night. That 
was the most beautiful night in all my 12 years. I would 
never forget it, nor regret it, even though I would have to pay 
the conseguences for it. 

Mother was incensed that night. I had never seen her so 
angry before, As far as I could remember, this was the first 
time she had ever been angry with me. On the ride home, she 


didnt say anything. But as soon as we got home, she yanked 
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me by the arm and took me to the living room, where she 
ordered me to sit down before launching into a tirade. 

"Do you want to be a punk?” she kept saying over and 
over. 

"Did you get drunk? Was that why you were dancing like 
that?” 

"What do you want to be, going along to things like that?” 

That was all I could make out, The rest of the time, 
Mothers voice was like the buzzing of a bee circling above 
my head. Incessantly. I stayed silent. My eyes grew red. Not 
because I felt like crying, but because I was getting sleepy. I 
still felt like swaying in front of the stage, and the music still 
played in my mind. My hips were swaying like I wanted to sing 
along... the words looped in my head. Mothers rage couldnt 
guell my newfound happiness. 

"Minaaah! Minaaah!” Now Mother was shouting for the 
maid, Mbak Minah. She came in, her eyes red. Shed been 
sleeping. It was bedtime, after all, almost midnight. Mother 
usually came home late. She hadnt returned when Id gone out. 
I thought at the time that Id be back before she returned, but 
as it turned out I got caught up in everything and forgot about 
going back home. I wasnt there when Mother arrived. Shed 
panicked and gotten Mbak Minah to help her look for me. 
And here we were now. 

"Minah! Youre the one, arent you, who likes to take Sasana 
out the village back there?” Mother asked in a snappy tone. 

Mbak Minah looked terrified. She shook her head. "No, 
maam. 

"Dont lie!” 

"Its true, maam. Ive never, maam, Mbak Minah said 
again. 
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Mother took a deep breath. Then she turned to look at 
me, 

"Sasana, you go to bed now. Your father will be back 
tomorrow. Well talk again, she said. 

I bolted for my room. There was nothing on my mind now 
except to get some sleep and continue dancing in my dreams. 
I didnt for a moment harp on how angry Mother was. 

In the morning there was a knock on my door. Id slept in. 
It was the holidays and I was getting used to waking up later 
than usual, but this was really late. It must have been because 
I went to bed so late the night before. I got up reluctantly, my 
eyes half shut. Father was at my door. He told me to wash up 
and come to the table for breakfast. I did as he said, 

Father and Mother were already waiting at the dining table. 
Mbak Minah was carrying Melati, who laughed when she saw 
me, She waved her little arms at me, inviting me to play with 
her as she always did. Ah... my beautiful little sister. I was 
about to go up to her when Father spoke up. He told me to sit 
and have my breakfast. It wasnt our typical breakfast. As T ate, 
Father spoke about what had happened the night before. He 
didnt rant in a loud voice like Mother. He spoke in a calm 
tone, no different than any other time he talked at the dining 
table, Mother sat next to him in silence. 

"Why would you all of a sudden go and watch a dangdut 
show, Sasana?” Father asked. 

Dangdut. So thats what it was called, what Id seen the 
night before. I remembered the word dangdut was also in the 
Iyrics that Id heard: The dangdut of the drum made me want 
to sing... 

A wave of regret suddenly swept over me, What had I been 


learning all this time? How could I not know there was music 
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like this that made me want to dance? But of course I wouldnt 
have known about it! All I knew were those musty old tunes 
composed by people who died hundreds of years ago. My 
school was full of students who had been brought up the same 
way I had, by parents whose views were not much different 
from those of my parents. No one ever spoke about dangdut 
at my school, but they could play any of those old compositions 
on the piano in a heartbeat. 

”I could hear it from here, Father. I just wanted to see why 
there was a crowd. 

Father looked at me for a moment and didnt say anything, 
as though he didnt guite believe me. 

"So then why were you dancing along like that?” he asked. 

I smiled. I thought he was joking and wasnt really looking 
for an answer, 

"Why are you smiling? Why were you dancing like that 
last night?” 

"The music was good, Father. I felt my body wanting to 
dance on its own, I said, fiddling with my hands. I couldnt 
explain it, but my hands fidgeted each time I said "dance." 

The expressions on my parents faces changed. They 
appeared to be holding their anger in, Mother shook her head 
but didnt say anything. Father took a breath. 

"That kind of music is no good, Sasana, he said. "Its the 
music of drunks, of people who never went to school. You 
saw for yourself, didnt you, all those drunk people?” 

I shook my head. I honestly hadnt seen any drunk people 
last night. All I saw were people dancing with joy. 

"Dont you ever go see anything like that again. Its no good: 
That was the end of the discussion for Father. It was an order 
that couldnt be guestioned. I resumed eating in silence. 
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From that day on, Mbak Minah kept a close eye on me. If 
I even went out into the yard, shed follow me and tell me to 
get back inside. She kept reminding me to practice playing 
the piano and to study. Father and Mother phoned home 
more freguently when they were away. 

I felt like I had lost something of value, something of 
which I had only had the briefest taste. I couldnt play the 
piano after this. That was when I realized I had been wrong 
the whole time. Not everyone could play the piano. But I 
could, even though I didnt like it. But I did it to prove that 
I could, because I wanted to make Father and Mother happy. 
I didnt like it, but I wanted to. But now... I felt like I no 
longer wanted anything. My fingers stiffened every time they 
touched the keys. The series of notes that I knew by heart 
disappeared from my memory. I couldnt play the piano again. 
Mbak Minah kept insisting I play. But when I said I couldnt, 
there was nothing she could do. It only became a big issue on 
my parents day off. They stood behind me waiting to hear 
me play. I tried... tried... but I just couldnt. I ran away from 
them. I knew they were disappointed. I knew they could very 
well be angry. What I didnt know was what I would say if 
they asked ” Why?” 

I lay down on my bed, ignoring my parents guestions. I 
didnt know what was wrong with me. The dangdut of the 
drum made me want to sing kept running through my head. 
Alone in my room, I sang it out loud. I stood on my bed and 
strutted like the singer. I held a pretend mike in my right 
hand, while my left hand twirled, my body writhed, my hips, 
my butt... aah! My sense of disappointment at not having 
been able to watch the rest of the show that night was 
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tempered by the little show I put on myself, even if there was 
no music or adoring crowd. 

Later that evening I was playing with Melati in the living 
room. From behind, I caught snatches of music. I followed 
the sounds. They led me to Mbak Minahs room. They came 
from a small radio beside her bed, The music sounded like 
what Id heard over in the village. But the song was 
different, 


Young blood, the blood of youth 
Ihat always feels virile, never wants to lose 
The days of youth are fiery days 


Always wanting to win, never caring about being wrong...” 


As I listened to the song, my blood stirred. It felt as 
though the song was about me, a young me—no longer a 
child—who didnt want to lose and who was all fired up. 
Upon hearing it once I knew all the Iyrics by heart. Soon I 
was singing along. My legs began moving, then my butt, then 
my arms. I twirled and twirled in Mbak Minahs room, giving 
in to the rhythm of the song. Mbak Minah burst out 
laughing upon seeing me. Then she abruptly turned off the 
radio, ” Your mother will get mad," she said. 

"Shes not here now, I said. 

Mbak Minah didnt argue. She left the room, leaving me 
alone. "Just dont let your mother find out,” she said as she 
shut the door, 

I guickly turned the radio back on. I danced... danced... 
the songs changed, but the music stayed the same. Some of 


2 Darah Muda (Young Blood) by Rhoma Irama 
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the songs I learned by heart, others I didnt understand at all. 
All that mattered was that I was happy and always moving. 

I moved Mbak Minahs radio to my room. She told me 
which were the dangdut channels. All night long Id listen to 
the radio, standing on my bed and pretending to be on stage, 
going on until I fell asleep from sheer exhaustion. In my sleep 
I never stopped singing. There was no telling the real from the 
dream. Young blood, the blood of youth... My dancing became 
more daring, more explicit. I tried new moves that Id never 
done before. I kept singing and dancing, never tiring or losing 
my voice. Until suddenly I felt a wetness all around me. 1 woke 
up in surprise. My bed was wet, my pants too. Everything was 
sticky and smelly. I pulled off my pants. There was a thick 
white liguid with a tart smell. I threw my pants at the door. I 
couldnt sleep again. I was all wound up. Young blood, the blood 
of youth kept running through my head. 


x 


It had been months since I could play the piano. Mother and 
Father stopped trying to make me. They were convinced I 
had just become bored of it. They thought that Id soon start 
missing it, this thing that Id loved for so long. They didnt 
know that now I loved something else: dangdut. My love for 
this music was just as great as my love for Melati. With each 
passing day I grew more enamored of her. She grew bigger, 
more feminine. 1 would pinch her cheeks, her lips, play with 
her hair. I loved watching her get bathed by Mbak Minah. 
Everything about her was beautiful. I also often sang for her, 
childrens songs as well as the growing number of dangdut 
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songs I had learned by heart. When I sang, Melati danced, as 
though she understood what I was singing. 

My time with the radio didnt last long. One day when I was 
dancing and singing along to one of the songs that I knew, 
Mother and Father came into my room. They turned off the 
radio and took it away. They were incensed, They berated me 
for the longest time. But I didnt really hear any of it. I felt a 
sense of loss over the radio. Where was it now? I wanted it, I 
needed it. I didnt want to lose my only friend. 

I never saw it again. My parents made sure of that. In 
return, they bought me a cassette player and a stack of tapes 
with songs theyd chosen. There was classical music and pop 
music by famous musicians. But there was no dangdut. 

I only turned on the tape player once, I went through the 
tapes, but I found none of them worth listening to. I didnt 
touch them again. There was no more music in my life, Mother 
and Father had ripped the happiness out of my life when they 
took away my dangdut, so I no longer gave them the 
satisfaction of playing the piano or the music they so enjoyed. 

Wed come to an unspoken arrangement. I was to simply 
go to school and study. I was to study hard and get the best 
grades, I was to be a good child. I was never to listen to 
dangdut again, or watch it in the village, or dance to it. In 
return, Mother and Father would not try to make me play 
the piano as before. 

The radio was gone and the arrangement was in place, but 
still I had a way to make myself happy. My bed was my stage, 
and my room would always be my auditorium. I had 
memorized a lot of songs from the radio. So I sang and 
danced for myself, and sometimes for Melati. 

Melati was always a source of comfort. I spent a lot of time 
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